A study of autoantibodies in chronic mycobacterial infections.
Infections can cause autoantibody production. The purpose of this study was to determine the prevalence of autoantibodies in patients with chronic mycobacterial infections. Sera from 41 leprosy patients and from 49 untreated and 73 treated tuberculosis (TB) patients were tested for the presence of rheumatoid factor, antinuclear factor, and several other autoantibodies. The rheumatoid factor, measured by the Rheuma Tec RF latex test, was positive in 2.4% of the leprosy patients and 2.7% of the treated TB patients but absent in the untreated TB group. The titers ranged from 40 to 160 international units. Positivity was dependent upon the technique utilized, and existed in 21% of untreated TB group and 4% of the treated TB patients when using the Rheuma-Wellcotest technique. The antinuclear antibody was positive in 7.3% of the leprosy group, 6.1% of the untreated TB group, and 15% of the treated TB patients (p = 0.0125). Antinuclear antibody positivity correlated with the duration of treatment of the TB patients (p = 0.025). The antinuclear antibody titers were low and gave no specific pattern on staining. No patient had antibodies against native deoxyribonucleic acid, ribonuclear protein, Ro (SS-A) or La (SS-B) antigens. Due to their low prevalence and frequency in these chronic infections, these autoantibodies should not lead to confusion in distinguishing these conditions from the connective tissue diseases.